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SUMMER IN PALESTINE AND SYRIA. 



By Frederick Jones Bliss, Ph.D., 
Beirut, Syria. 



I am moved to write this paper by the thought that many 
readers of the Biblical World probably feel that a visit to 
Palestine must necessarily be made in the winter or spring. 
That this idea is widespread is proved by the almost entire lack 
of tourists in this country during the summer season — the one 
season of the year when travel is practicable for college pro- 
fessors, ministers, and school-teachers ; in a word, for those 
most thoroughly prepared to benefit by a visit to the Holy 
Land. 

It is my aim to prove that this view is erroneous. Like 
almost all errors, it contains a germ of truth. Summer travel in 
Palestine has been attended with disastrous results, such as sun- 
stroke and fever. Such results, however, may be almost always 
traced to a failure to observe a few simple precautions made 
necessary by the climate. To a traveler who insists upon rush- 
ing through the country at full speed, upon carrying out a fixed 
program no matter what the weather may be, upon neglecting 
the warnings of fatigue, and upon covering his head only in the 
way he has been accustomed to protect it — to such a traveler I 
say : " Don't come to Syria in summer." But to one who is 
willing to take matters a little more leisurely and to adapt him- 
self to somewhat new conditions of life, to him I say : " Read 
the facts I present in this paper, consider the advice given, and 
then decide for yourself/' 

Tourists to Palestine may be roughly divided into four 
classes : those who visit only Jerusalem and vicinity ; those who, 
after making the Jerusalem trip, proceed by sea from Jaffa to 
Haifa on the Galilee tour ; those who, after visiting Jerusalem 
and Galilee, as just described, take the steamer from Haifa to 
Beirut on the Baalbek-Damascus tour ; and those who take in all 
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THE BIBLICAL WORLD 



these places, but make the entire journey by land, thus visiting 
many intermediate points, such as Samaria, Caesarea Philippi, 
etc. I propose to show that of these four itineraries three are 
perfectly practicable in summer. 

Steamers usually arrive at Jaffa in the early morning. The 
summer tourist will not be pleasantly impressed by the hot, 




THE VILLAGE OF HASRUN, IN THE LEBANON MOUNTAINS. 



moist atmosphere, as he proceeds to the hotel. The sun beats 
down on his head with the direct force of a policeman's lantern. 
Once indoors, however, he will feel a decided relief. He begins 
to learn that Palestine shows him a greater difference than he is 
accustomed to between sun temperature and shade temperature. 
This lesson is again impressed upon him when he proceeds to 
the station to take the two o'clock train to Jerusalem. The long 
ride across the plain of Sharon — so green in the spring, so arid 
and brown in the summer — may suggest doubts as to the wisdom 
of his choice of season. But at last the train enters the Wady 



SUMMER IN PALESTINE AND SYRIA 



91 



es-Surar (the valley of Sorek) and, following its many windings, 
slowly mounts to the station of Bittir set in a garden of brilliant 
green and surrounded by terraced slopes rich with vines. The air 
grows drier and cooler every moment, and as the train approaches 
Jerusalem the traveler will do well to put on his overcoat. 
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VIEW FROM JENIN ACROSS THE PLAIN OF ESDRAELON TO THE GALILEAN HILLS. 

Jerusalem stands 2,500 feet above sea-level. For the sum- 
mer months of 1896 1 the mean shade temperature (Fahrenheit) 
at 9 a.m. was as follows: June, 71^9; July, 76?o ; August, 
8o?4. The maximum temperature at the same hour was reached 
in a day in August when the thermometer read 103 . The 
temperature reached or exceeded 90 four days in June, six 
days in July, and seventeen days in August. The lowest tem- 
perature at the same hour in August was 69? 5 ; in July, 65? 5. 
These statistics are enough to show that, while the summer heat 

1 See Palestine Exploration Fund Quarterly Statement, January, 1898, pp. 66 ff. 
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of Jerusalem may at times be great, it is by no means continu- 
ous. I have passed several summers in the city, and during two 
years excavated the whole season through. One year I noticed 
that the warm and cool spells had a certain regularity : three 
days of cool west wind almost always following three days of 
hot sirocco from the east. During other years this alternaton 




MOUNT CARMEL. 

was more irregular. And in this irregularity danger lies. No 
matter how fierce the heat in the afternoon when the traveler 
starts out on an excursion, he should take with him a wrap as a 
protection against a possible drop in the temperature at night- 
fall. Otherwise he may contract a sudden chill very apt to 
bring on fever. I trace my immunity from the ordinary Jerusa- 
lem fevers to this simple precaution. 

During the hot spells the tourist would do wisely to rise 
early and to return to the hotel by ten o'clock. Thus on the 
warm days most of the local sites may be visited, and the 
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nearer excursions, such as Bethlehem, the Convent of the 
Cross, etc., may be made. Walking is more fatiguing than it is in 
America, and it is well to make use of donkeys. During the 
cool spells a large part of the day may be safely devoted to 
sight-seeing, provided that the sight-seer knows how to stop 
when he is tired. A cool day should be chosen for the longer 




SITE OF THE ANCIENT CITY OF CiESAREA. 



excursion to Hebron, or to the Frank Mountain and the 
so-called Cave of Adullam. The weather should be consulted 
in planning the trip to the Jordan and the Dead Sea, which is 
practically a plunge into the torrid zone, as the latter is 1,300 
feet below sea-level. One who has proved himself to be pecu- 
liarly sensitive to the heat should omit this excursion, contenting 
himself with a sunset view of the region from the Mount of 
Olives. And he may well be content ! About him stretches 
a wonderful panorama. The east horizon is bounded by the 
mysterious mountains of Moab — their tops forming an almost 
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unbroken straight line ; their sides cleft by sharp ravines into 
fine, bold masses of rock ; their feet bathed by the Dead Sea, 
whose surface shows a dense blue, brilliant but impenetrable. 
To the north lies the cleft of the Jordan, marked by a narrow 
streak of green. The foreground is formed by the wilderness 
of Judea, barren and dull at high-noon, but transfigured by 




RUINS OF THE FORTRESS OF MASADA. 



the evening light into every shade of brown and yellow and 
chocolate. 

To those who feel able to take this hot trip I would recom- 
mend the program followed by. a friend of mine last summer. 
Leaving Jerusalem by carriage at three or four o'clock in the after- 
noon, he arrived at Jericho some time after sunset. The next 
morning he started at four and had a bath in the Dead Sea riot 
long after sunrise. Returning by way of the Jordan, he reached 
the Jericho hotel by ten o'clock, and there remained till late in 
the afternoon. Thus traveler and horses were rested for the 
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long climb back to Jerusalem in the cool of the evening. Natu- 
rally a full moon adds much to the interest of this excursion. 

The Galilee trips are equally feasible, provided that the same 
leisurely methods are adopted. As stated above, passengers are 
conveyed to Haifa, at the foot of Mount Carmel, by steamer from 
Jaffa. A short stay at the German hotel, beautifully situated 
on Carmel, 900 feet above the sea, will enable the tourist to 
explore the convent, and to make carriage excursions to Acre 
and to the crusading fortress of Athlit. Nazareth is reached by 
carriage or on horseback. This town is about 1,400 feet above 
the sea, but as it lies in a hollow, shut off by the hills from the 
western breezes, it is apt to be hot. By traveling in the late 
afternoon and early morning hours the discomforts of the 
descent into the hot basin of the Sea of Galilee may be consid- 
erably alleviated. Mount Tabor may also be visited. 

Returning to Haifa, our summer traveler next embarks for 
Beirut. The railway to Damascus carries him across a pass 
over 4,000 feet high, and shows him some of the beauties of 
the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon ranges. Damascus has an eleva- 
tion very slightly lower than that of Jerusalem, but the double 
wall of mountains between it and the sea renders it considerably 
hotter. For example, foreigners resident in the country never 
choose Damascus as a summer resort, though many take this 
season for a prolonged stay in Jerusalem. However, as the 
chief interest of Damascus centers in its cool, arcaded bazaars, 
into which the sun never penetrates summer or winter, the tourist 
will be fairly comfortable. The extra-mural excursions are all 
short, and may be made toward sunset. 

By the time this article is in print a branch line from the 
Beirut-Damascus railway will probably be open as far as Baalbek. 
The important excavations now conducted there by the Germans 
are monthly adding to the interest of the wonderful temples. 

Having shown how much of the country ordinarily visited in 
the winter and spring can be safely seen in the summer, we 
may now mention the places which are practically impossible for 
the regular tourist season. Hermon and the cedars should not 
be attempted before May, on account of the snows, and June is 
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far safer. But the summer visitor to Baalbek will find the cedar 
trip a simple affair. A ride of six or seven hours will bring him 
to the lofty pass of the Lebanon, whence he can look down on 
the cedar grove, situated in a magnificent amphitheater over- 
looking the sea, but 6,500 feet above its level. The descent to 
the grove occupies about an hour. Here he will find rude but 




THE CITY OF HEBRON. 

adequate accommodation, furnished by an enterprising man from 
a neighboring village, who has set up a hotel in tents. He is 
almost sure to find, also, plenty of congenial company in the 
camps of missionaries and teachers from the Syrian Protestant 
College of Beirut, who sometimes pass their holidays here, 
gaining strength and vigor in the magnificent air. Two or three 
days may be profitably spent in visiting the ancient convents of 
the Kadisha valley, and in exploring the highest Lebanon peaks, 
where the snow is — in places — perpetual. Should he be tempted 
to explore the Lebanon further, he may find excellent hotels at 
half a dozen villages on the lower ridges, easily accessible from 
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Beirut. For the trip to Hermon a private camp is recom- 
mended, though very rough accommodation may be found in 
the villages. 

But the summer season offers other advantages besides the 
opportunity to visit the high mountain regions. In the first 
place, the hotels (with the exception of those in the Lebanon) 
are practically empty, and hence low rates may easily be secured. 
By judicious management, horses and carriages may be hired 
more cheaply than in the spring. All sorts of wares may be 
bought at a discount. Again, as practically no rain falls between 
the first of May and the first of September, a serious source of 
interruption to travel is avoided. It has come over me often to 
wonder, when I have seen the Jerusalem hotel in February or 
March filled with tourists gloomily hugging the stoves while the 
rain dashed against the window panes, why these people did not 
choose the slight discomforts of a summer season instead of the 
exposure and delays of the cold winter ! In summer the landing 
at Jaffa may always be made. But during the winter storms I 
have known a traveler bound from Egypt to Jerusalem to be 
carried past Jaffa to Beirut, to be carried back to Egypt, to 
re-embark for Jaffa, only to find himself once more in Beirut, 
with Jerusalem as far away as ever ! 

It remains to point out to the intending summer tourist what 
routes he should avoid. The journey through Philistia, the land 
trips from Jerusalem to Nazareth via Samaria, and from Nazareth 
to Damascus via Banias, had best be postponed to another visit, 
either in the spring or autumn, or to a second summer season, 
when he shall have thoroughly learned by the experiences of his 
first trip the risks attendant upon summer travel and the precau- 
tions that should be taken. 



